Nature-based tourism has been viewed as a large and growing segment of the tourism market.
Introduction
Despite a paucity of quantifiable and comparable data, nature-based tourism has frequently been reported to be a large and growing segment within the global tourism market (Balmford, 2009; Bell, Survey results are weighted to data on international visitor numbers over the period, sourced from the Department of Immigration and Citizenship, in addition to data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics. Weighting variables include country of residence, State of arrival, and main purpose of journey (TRA, 2015b) . In contrast to the NVS (which reports total number of multiple trips made), IVS report the unique number of visitors/persons, and only data on activities of the 'most recent trip' made by the visitor are recorded (Godfrey, pers. comm.; TRA, 2015b) .
National Visitor Survey Methodology
The NVS was introduced in January 1998 to replace the previous Domestic Tourism Monitor (DTM) survey. Aspects of sampling and collection methodologies used and actual questions asked of respondents in these two methodologies differ. Comparison of results between the two databases is therefore invalid (TRA, 2015a) . Between January 1998 and January 2005, NVS interviews of 80,000
Australian residents aged 15 years and over, were undertaken annually. From 2005 the sampling base was increased to 120,000 interviews annually. This increased sample size was implemented to enhance the validity of estimates for smaller states/territories, and at a regional level (e.g., Blue
Mountains Tourist Region; TRA, 2015a). To be representative of the Australian population, respondents to the NVS are randomly sampled based on place of residence, age, and sex. Individuals are interviewed in their homes via fixed line telephones using random digit dialling, and a Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing system (TRA, 2015a) . For this paper, data for all 'nature trips' made and reported during the sampling period were extracted from the NVS.
Variability in National Visitation Survey and International Visitor Survey sample data
Both the NVS and IVS are sample-based estimates of visitation, rather than censi of actual visitation.
The results are, therefore, subject to variability and sample error typical of such data collection.
Tourism Research Australia publishes standard error rates for different data estimate ranges for both surveys. These standard errors are calculated at the 95% confidence interval for the estimated figures.
The same error rates apply to both Australian and Regional data, and to visitor/trip data (Godfrey, pers. comm.; TRA, 2014) . To minimise errors, we report on the highest error rate for the range in which a TRA estimate fell (see Table 1 ).
We report on data collected by the NVS and IVS between 1998 and 2012, from individuals 15 years and over. The reason for commencing the study with 1998 data is that the NVS was introduced in that year, and the IVS in 1999 (TRA, 2015a, b) . In 2013 there was a change in methodology. At that time, surveys moved from fixed-only telephones interviews, to incorporate mobile telephones (TRA, 2015c) . This latter date also coincided with the Australian Bureau of Statistics revising the estimated Australian resident population (used as an input to NVS weighting; TRA, 2015c). The period 1998-2012 therefore represents a continuous period of data collection using essentially comparable methodologies, and the period also spans the period pre-and post-World Heritage listing of the Blue Mountains in 2000 (Hardiman and Burgin, 2013) .
Results
International visitors constituted only a small minority (< 10%) of the total number of nature trips undertaken in the Blue Mountains and Australia overall. The estimated number of such trips made to the Blue Mountains by international visitors during the study period showed a mean annual decline of -0.2% (Table 2) . Although the number of nature trips made in Australia overall by international visitors increased slightly by a mean annual growth of +2.0% over the period (Table 3) , the market share of nature trips fell by an annual average of -0.6% over the period under analysis (Table 3) . Domestic visitors are responsible for the overwhelming majority of nature visits in both the Blue Mountains and Australia overall, and trends in behaviour in this group are therefore potentially most important. During the study period, the population of Greater Sydney increased by an annual average of 1.2% with a total increase of 15.1% from 3.97 million to 4.67 million. Despite this growth, the estimated number of nature trips to the Blue Mountains made by domestic visitors declined, on average, by -2.2% per annum over the study period. Trip numbers declined significantly (non-overlapping standard errors) by 50.3% from a peak in 1998 to 2002, and despite a general trend of recovery in subsequent years, the number of trips was still 36.7% below 1998 levels in 2012 (Table 2 ). The decline in number of day nature trips by domestic visitors to the Blue Mountains was even more marked on a per capita basis, falling on average by -3.5% annually over the study period.
Trips per capita declined by 54.5% from a peak in 1998 to 2002 and, despite a general trend of recovery in subsequent years were still 48.5% below 1998 levels in 2012 ( Table 2 ).
The estimated number of overnight nature trips to the Blue Mountains by domestic visitors also declined, on average, by -1.7% over the study period. Trips declined significantly (nonoverlapping standard errors) by 29.2% from a peak in 1998 to 2004. While there was some recovery and general stability post-2005, trip numbers were still 35.6% below 1998 levels in 2012 ( Table 2 ).
The decline in number of overnight nature trips by domestic visitors to the Blue Mountains was even more marked on a per capita basis, falling on average by -2.7% annually over the study period. Trips per capita declined by 61.5% from a peak in 1998 to 2004, remained generally stable in subsequent years and were still 46.2% below 1998 levels in 2012 (Table 2) .
During the study period, the population of Australia increased by an annual average of +1.4%
and there was a total increase of 21.4% from 18.7 million to 22.7 million people. Despite such growth, the estimated number of day nature trips made in Australia overall by domestic visitors remained generally stable over the study period, with a low mean annual change of +0.6%. Although trips declined significantly (non-overlapping standard errors) by 30.7% from a peak in 1999 to 2001, levels recovered by 2007 and remained generally stable thereafter (Table 3) . However, on a per capita basis, the estimated number of such trips declined by an annual average of -0.4% over the study period. Trips per capita declined by 32.1% from a peak in 1999 to 2001, remained generally stable in subsequent years and were still 21.0% below 1999 levels in 2012. The market share of day nature trips as a percent of total day trips made in Australia overall by domestic visitors also declined by an annual average of -0.6% over the period (Table 3 ).
The estimated number of overnight nature trips made in Australia by domestic visitors remained generally stable over the study period, with a low mean annual change of +0.6%. Although trips declined significantly (non-overlapping standard errors) by 21.4% from a peak in 1998 to 2001, levels recovered by 2006 and remained generally stable thereafter. The market share of overnight nature trips as a percent of total overnight trips by domestic visitors also increased by an annual average of +0.5% (Table 3) . However, on a per capita basis, the estimated number of overnight nature trips made in Australia declined by an annual average of -0.8% over the study period. Trips per capita declined by 23.6% from a peak in 1998 to 2001, remained generally stable in subsequent years, and were still 13.9% below 1998 levels in 2012 (Table 3) .
Discussion
The trends outlined in this paper show that the nature tourism industry has effectively stagnated in Australia overall and declined in the GBMWHA in terms of absolute number of domestic nature trips made during the 15-year period of this study (1998) (1999) (2000) (2001) (2002) (2003) (2004) (2005) (2006) (2007) (2008) (2009) (2010) (2011) (2012) . Although the number of nature trips made by international visitors to Australia has remained effectively stable in absolute terms over time nature tourism's market share of total international visits declined from a peak of 68.0% in 2005 to 62.0% in 2012 (Table 2 ). This decline occurred following rapid growth in international tourism to Australia throughout the 1980s and 1990s (Bushell, Prosser, Faulkner, and Jafari, 2001; Faulkner and Walmsley, 1998) , and in a period when nature-based tourism was considered a large and growing segment of the tourism industry worldwide by many tourism researchers (Balmford, 2009; Bell et al., 2007; Buckley, 2003; Nyaupane et al., 2004) .
The large majority of nature trips in Australia overall were made by domestic tourists, with broadly equivalent numbers of overnight and day trips, although domestic overnight visitors were twice as likely to include a nature activity in their trips (18.0%) as day visitors (9.0%). Although some variability occurred during the study period, overall the numbers of both domestic day and overnight nature trips remained broadly stable over the study period (Table 3 ). These data, in the context of strong Australian population growth of 21.4% during the period have meant that both day and overnight domestic nature trips have declined in per capita terms and these trends have not been compensated by a small growth (+2.0%) in a relatively small international tourism base. Nature visitation to the GBMWHA declined between 1999 and 2001 for international tourists, and overnight and day domestic trips also declined over the study period although the decline was most marked between 2000 and 2001, and in the latter half of the decade figures tended to stabilise (Table 2 ) well below the higher earlier levels of the rapid growth phase reported (e.g., Bushell et al., 2001; Faulkner and Walmsley, 1998) of the 1980s and 1990s. There was also a decline in nature tourism's market share for Australia overall among international tourists and domestic day trips (Table 2, 3). As noted, domestic day and overnight trips declined on a per capita basis for Australia total over the study period (Table 3) .
Trends in absolute numbers of domestic nature trips and trips per capita are both important: the former in terms of economic benefit generated; the latter potentially reflecting declining interest in the natural resource. The declining per capita nature visitation revealed here supports similar findings in public natural areas in the U.S. (Balmford et al., 2009; Pergams and Zaradic, 2008; Warnick et al., 2009) and Japan (Balmford et al., 2009; Pergams and Zaradic, 2008) . Balmford et al.
(2009) also found that, overall, there has been a declining per capita visitation among 15 Australian protected areas (13 in Tasmania, and Uluru and Kakadu in the Northern Territory). However, as previously noted, globally, per capita visit declines have not been universal, even among developed countries (Balmford et al., 2009; Pergams and Zaradic, 2008; Zaradic, 2008) .
Reasons for the declines observed have been argued by some authors as evidence for a 'fundamental and pervasive shift away from nature-based recreation' (Pergams and Zaradic, 2008, p. 2295), associated with growth in 'videophilia'; the love of sedentary activities involving electronic media (Pergams and Zaradic, 2006) in place of 'biophilia'; the appreciation of nature (Wilson, 1984) .
Such activities draw the user into a more sedentary lifestyle and, together with a more closeted (structured and supervised) childhood, discourage interaction with nature (Fjørtoft, 2001; White and Stoecklin, 1998) . However, such change in behaviours does not necessarily explain the decline in nature trips to Australia, and changes in the GBMWHA that we observed occurred early the 2000s after two decades of rapid increase in visitation. While the advent of videophilia is very likely to have exacerbated the situation, some researchers (e.g., Louv, 2005; Osborne, Simon, and Collins, 2003; Weigl, 2009; Zaradic and Pergams 2007) have suggested that changes in the education system has resulted in the 'increasing abandonment' of the natural world in education over the past 40 years (Weigl, 2009) . In isolation, none of these changes (increased interest in videophilia, increasingly closeted play, or decline in nature teaching in the education system) correlate with the pattern of change in nature visitation that has occurred in Australia in recent decades. Broadly, this has included a significant rise in nature tourism over the 1980s and 1990s followed by a decline in the early 2000s, and subsequent stabilisation in terms of absolute numbers beyond the mid-2000s (although not in per capita terms as revealed here).
Some authors (e.g., Balmford et al., 2009; Buckley, 1999 Buckley, , 2009 plans of management were devoted to consideration of the impacts of adventure recreation including canyoning, and policies proposed to manage the environmental impacts of such activities (Hardiman and Burgin, 2011a; NPWS, 1998a NPWS, , 2001 ).
As a segment of a larger project on the impacts of canyoners in the GBMWHA (e.g., Hardiman and Burgin, 2010a, b, c, 2011a, b, c) Burgin, 2011a), and nature (including per capita) trips to the GBMWHA outlined above, reveal that the downward trend for canyoning was more dramatic than nature trips to the GBMWHA more generally, although the pattern of decline in both databases showed broadly similar trends. Unlike nature trips to the GBMWHA, however, canyoning is unique to the GBMWHA (Hardiman and Burgin, 2010b, 2011a), due to the unique geological formations that allowed for the formation of slot canyons, and thus unlike a decline in nature visits more generally that may result in a shift to a different venue, decline in canyoning represents a real decline in the sport.
A review of visitation to other major natural areas in the Sydney Region did not reveal a pattern that could be attributed to a change in destination preference among nature visitors. Royal National Park (Royal) on the southern outskirts of Sydney, the oldest National Park in Australia Another factor that has been suggested for a decline in tourism in a specific country is that nature visitors in affluent countries are becoming wealthier and shunning domestic natural areas, choosing instead to visit natural areas in overseas locations which may be perceived to offer better value and/or more exotic experiences (Balmford et al., 2009; Prosser and Carter, 1994) . While data were unavailable for Australian outward bound 'nature tourism' specifically, departures from Australia to overseas destinations for 'holidays' in general increased from 2,098 to 4,118 million during the period of the study (TRA, 2015d), a 49.1% increase while domestic nature visits remained relatively stable (Table 3) Apart from the strong dollar, others factors that may have encouraged a growth in outbound international tourism during the study included an increase in aviation capacity supply to and from Australia, coupled with fierce competition, the latter spurred by the growth of new low-cost, regional carriers such as AirAsia and Tiger Airways. For example, during 2010, airline capacity to Indonesia 'expanded almost continuously' (TRA, 2011, p. iv), and outbound trips to Indonesia rose by 35% making that country Australia's second largest outbound market behind New Zealand (TRA, 2011).
Previous researchers (e.g., Buckley, 2009; Moyle and Weiler, 2016; Weiler, Moore, and Moyle, 2013) have identified that visitation provides the 'political capital' for parks to survive. For example, Moyle and Weiler (2016) found that those who had visited a protected area within the past diversity of experiences (Weiler et al. (2013) , and because children may foster environmentally responsible behaviour in adults (Chawla, 1998; Wells and Likies, 2006; Zaradic and Pergams, 2007) , a particular focus on encouraging them to appreciate parks enhance visitation as children and beyond.
Conclusions
The results of this 15-year study showed declining per capita nature trips to the GBMWHA, Australia's unique wildlife and scenery at its core (Tourism Australia, 2013a, b) .
Visitation provides the 'political capital' for parks to survive. However, based on current data it would appear that without broadening its base this major Australian industry, focused as it is largely on nature, is susceptible to continued decline. A further issue is that for countries in which per capita nature tourism is declining, there are important implications for biodiversity conservation.
Policymakers and land management agencies may in future face a fundamentally different challenge to that of the past. The old problem of how to avoid 'loving our` parks to death' and seeing protected areas as some form of 'fortress' within which to protect biodiversity against waves of tourists ('fortress conservation'-cf. Bell, 2011; Büscher, 2016) 
